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Introduction 


This anthology purports to be no more than a suggestive cross- 
section of poetry being written in India today. It is an outcome of 
Kavita ‘93, the all-India Poetry Festival being organised by the 
Poetry Society (India) and the India International Centre, New 
Delhi, incollaboration with the Department of Culture, Government 
of India, and presents a sampling of the work of the participating 
poets. We are conscious of the inherent limitations of our project: 
of representation as well as of translation of the original poems into 
English. One cannot but live with them in a multi-lingual situation 
like ours. Yet we dare hope that this sample reflects in an adequate 
measure the agonies, conflicts, anxieties and hopes of a great 
people as articulated by some of their most truthful and talented 
poets besides the artistic range, stylistic variety and perceptional 
heterogeneity of Indian poetry at the turn of the century. 


There are many who feel, and not without reason, that poetry 
has lost the prime status it had in the discourses of our society in 
the past. One may recall that during the Bhakti period when a 
subaltern spirituality had chosen poetry to be the vehicle of a 
radical egalitarianism or even, more recently, during the days of 
our anti-colonial struggles when the strident verses of our pioneers 
of liberty had stirred an indolent nation into the brightest visions 
of active life. The reasons for this marginalisation and reification of 
poetry have been sought in the growth of a ruthlessly capitalist 
society.that valorizes careerism, fears difference, abhors autonomy, 
reduces liberty to consumer choice, and turns everythingit touches 
into a commodity, as also in a flourishing culture industry that 
vulgarises all forms of art, worships speed, empties the word of its 
meaning, promotes sensationalism, substitutes fashions for visions 
and cheap titillations for deep experiences, manufactures 
personalities, sells images and standardises culture. 


When social bond is reduced to surface gloss, solidarity with 
the suffering is replaced by estranged curiosity, and alternative 
ways of life and thought are looked upon as ‘deviations’ from a set 
norm, ‘problems’ that demand ‘solutions’. The ‘other’ becomes not 
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your brother nor your double, but just a character in a spicy 
spectacle in an external theatre: you may enjoy it from a distance 
or choose to perceive it as a threat to be met. Mutual love, fellow- 
feeling, and sense of equality between religions, communities, 
sexes and races are made impossible by the idea of domination and 
the exercise of power. Even a discussion of genuine freedom and 
economic and cultural egalitarianism is made to look ridiculous, as 
the very ideals of socialism and public enterprise are pushed into 
the defensive by an aggressive and hegemonic imperialism. This 
global power has been reinforced by the confusion and 
fragmentation of its traditional enemy, so that the market system 
and the ethos it promotes appear ‘natural’, sheer ‘common sense’ 
and not a calculated political programme. Any movement for 
liberation - by which we do not certainly mean new forms of 
totalitarian tyranny - based on the solidarity of the oppressed 
classes, tribes, castes or gender, appears foredoomed to failure in 
a world that preaches the maxim of ‘everyone for himself/herself’. 
The rules of the competitive society simply seem to work against 
any form of collective struggle or even individual rebellions. 
People are reduced to mere crowds to be manipulated either by the 
rhetoric of a self-seeking demagogue who exploits differences for 
his vested ends or by the forces of the market that gloat over their 
potential consumers. - 


It is only natural that in these challenging circumstances the 
‘dominant’ of poetry has undergone a shift: not that all the 
questions raised by the modernism of the sixtieshave been answered 
or forgotten; but new questions, of attitudes as well of forms, have 
certainly begun to emerge from a changed problematique. This 
change has become more perceptible insome of our languages than 
in others, and shows a range of subtle variations as we move from 
one linguistic situation to another. But they seem to share certain 
contexts which may with some risk of simplification and 
contradiction be summed up as follows: a desire to define certain 
collective identities and forge bonds based on cultural differences 
of caste, class, gender, region and language - Dalit, Naxalite and 
feminist poetry being extreme examples - as a response to the 
homogenisation of culture and the bulldozing of cultural variety 
sought by hegemonic forces and systems; the perception that the 
ideas of progress, rationality and scientific objectivity which 
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legitimated Western modernity are not necessarily universal as 
different peoples and cultures comprehend reality and envisage 
their future in different ways; a scepticism regarding the modernist 
distinction between ‘high’ or ‘avant-garde’ art and people’s art and 
at times a consequent interest in folk patterns of perception as in 
the Bengali uttar adhunik poetry; a subversion of traditional 
aesthetic norms like propriety, balance, decency and suggestiveness 
brought about by the introduction of popular speech rhythms, 
street-language, oratory, folk-surrealism and folk-humour as in 
Marathi and Gujarati Dalit poetry or Kannada Bandaya poetry; a 
non-atavistic retrieval of the past, at times resulting in a kind of 
bricolage, a frequency of quotations of elements from previous 
styles and periods illuminating a present situation by comparison 
or contrast contributing to a necessary process of cultural 
anammnesing or attempting to forge an alternative tradition against 
the revivalist and orientalist concepts of the Indian past-tendencies 
bestexemplifiedby some important Oriya, Malayalam and Kannada 
poets writing today; a revolt against the solipsistic visions as well 
as the complex stylistic modes of early modernism in order to make 
simple, meaningful and often ironic comments on our socio- 
political reality, a tendency best exemplified by post-Muktibodh 
Hindi poetry or post-Ka. Na. Su. Tamil poetry; a suspicion of all 
ideologies that follows the realisation that rightist, liberal and 
lefitst ideologies are alike guilty of unpardonable crimes against 
mankind; a near-loss of faith in the original projet of modernisation 
that seems to have failed as it found mankind divided into one part 
confronted with the challenges of continuous complexificationand 
the other with the ancient task of mere survival; a shift from the 
epistemological questions like ‘Who am I? posed by early modernism 
to post-cognitive and ontological questions like ‘Which world is 
this? What is to be done in it? Which of myselves is to do it? How 
are worlds constituted? How do they differ from one another? 
What happens when the boundaries between two worlds are 
violated or two kinds of worlds are placed in confrontation? What 
are the modes of existence of the world and the text?; a multi- 
directional movement within the poetic scene in general and a 
polyphony within the poetic text both of which result from the 
tensions of a multi-dimensiona! engagement with a hydra-headed 
reality. 
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This anti-canonical project that dramatises discontinuities is 
not without its risks and temptations. One is that of nostalgic and 
celebratory revival of the national or regional past that creates an 
escapist illusion of harmony that has really disappeared from 
modern social life and thus creates a kind of ephemeral cathartic 
relief. Such an uncritical invocation of the past can easily become 
the raw material of the bloodthirsty revivalism that is on the prowl 
for literary prey. Another temptation is that of the logic of the 
market that may encourage poets to go after fashions and sensational 
verbaltricks to capture attention. Shallow jocularity, loud rhetorical 
flourishes, journalistic topicality, populistic jargon-mongering, 
forced musicality and manipulative melodrama are initially used 
by these poets in an attempt to be heard among the stock-exchange 
bidders, but they end up being one among them. 


Poetry is one of society’s most sensitive instruments of self- 
awareness. It can see and hear things beyond the perception of day- 
today politics. Poetry becomes useful to society not by mouthing 
truths already possessed by religion or politics, but by exploring 
the uncharted areas of individual and social experience. The past 
gives voice to what is without a voice, and names what is as yet 
nameless. Poetry reveals aspects, situations and languages of the 
outer and inner worlds, often repressed and hence invisible in the 
realm of ordinary discourse. It also imposes new patterns of 
language, reflection, vision and imagination on its readers and 
creates values which are aesthetic and ethical at the same time. 


We believe that contemporary Indian poetry, reflected even in 
this random selection, is trying to do precisely this, despite the 
challenges and temptations of a hostile environment - may be even 
because of such an environment, for poets are like olives, yielding 
their essential best in times of oppression. 


New Delhi J.P. Das 
December 1993 K. Satchidanandan 
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Hiren Bhattacharya 
THE LONE PRAYER FOR POETRY 


The poet's voice rebounds from harshness in unrivalled echoes 
on the tip of the pen, the poet’s soul, 

the promised poem, 

the freedom of art, 

a hymn of sorrow in the low voice of the starved poet 
imperilled by the burden of nerves. 


Let me finish this poem as I would, 
holding the strange banner of the future 
the message of blood dies a restless death 
at the ungainly naked body. 


Grant me the freedom to hammer into pieces 
the indifference of these familiar words 

or, the brilliance of the invincible sword 

to cut into shreds 

this anaemic, moribund, unyielding reality. 


Translated from Assamese 
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Hiren Bhattacharya 
THESE MY WORDS 
(for the young poet) 


In these my words that have touched 
The garden of my dreams 

Is the grace of a life-style, 

The intimate warmth of time. 


I have no inventions of my own. 

Deep inside I am a farmer, 

I roll words on my tongue 

To see how each one tastes; 

Hold them in my palms to see how warm. 


I know, words are the hearty offspring 
of man’s noble creation; 
Iam a common poet 
In these words that I have relayed 
From other shoulders 
Is man’s cruel experience 
And the maulings of history. 
Translated from Assamese 
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UNRIVALLED 


Who quarrels with death, the song of life 
rings true in the subtlety of death 

Its tune is unaltered sound— 

A huge man stands with his hand on my back 
The soul of poetry. 

In his shadow I go down memory lane 

Light moves about before free dreams 

I do not know what poetry is 

Who else with me in my terrible journey 

Or my own limitations; 

I break out of my shell 

Or walk bodily down to the depths of the earth 
The whole of me under the ground 

Earth next to my body, 

Earth in my hell and heaven 


Earth in my greedy tongue. 
Translated from Assamese 
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Shakti Chattopadhyay 
THE EAR FOR POETRY 


The ear for poetry listens to latent alphabets 

Soaked in water, blurred in dust 
Flanked like trees on those naked sheets 
That I had torn in my adolescent years 
Deep snow, one can hear 


Incoherent 
Like the sunken aura of a floating boat 
Cavernous alphabets, come up on the plate one by one 
Different, separate, but lined up as ants 
They besiege me, pull my ears, start eating 
molasses and consciousness... 


They smell rancid, like sweat. 
Indomitable 

The span is not much, the cave as if 

Gulps me down 

Can be heard by the ear for poetry 
Latent alphabets 

Soaked in water, blurred in dust. 


Translated from Bangali 
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Shakti Chattopadhyay 
THE YELLOW HOUSE 


The mason has built by the field 

A yellow house, on its small grounds 
Brick walls, ornate staircase 

All this—the mason has built. 


How fond he was of the house 

Kept it as neat as his face 

So that none can call it fruitless or ugly 
Or a mere forum of void assembly. 


The mason has built by the field 

A yellow house — where cloud draws on 
And the ornate staircase sways 

In luckless, trivial grandeur. 


Suddenly one evening, a car 

Stood on the south, the road trembled. 
Epidemic of funmaking gathered all round 
He bought off in all sense of the term. 


The mason did not rebuild the stairs 
From outside of human habitation! 
Translated from Bangali 


KAVITA 93 15 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Shakti Chattopadhyay 
THE CAT 


The diseased cat is sitting very close to happiness. 
Involved in fur is the diseased cat 
Sitting extremely close, is the benevolent, unhappy cat 
He sits close by, because he expects something, 
he expects posterity. 
It’s difficult to preserve, difficult to cover in 
sheets or quilts 
Difficult to cover in home or out, difficult 
to cover in sickness or in stupor. 
The unhappy cat is sitting very close to happiness. 


Translated from Bangali 
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Namdeo Dhasal 
A FOUNTAIN OF LIGHT 


Darkness shattered, underneath a fountain of light 
she’s wet, her belly swollen. 

What pressure is this? 

Will I break up within myself like glass? 

Who’s pushing me into the belly of the python? 
Secretly, I am being pulled in, numbed and voiceless. 
Like an outsider, she observes with steady eyes 
the last throws of my pleasure; 

I am stunned ... 

Light shattered, underneath a fountain of darkness 
I die without screaming. 


Translated by Dilip Chitre with the assistance of Mick Fedullo 
Namdeo Dhasal 
KHEL 


I have seen him 

. I have rejected him many a time 

My corpse 

Travelling from town to town 

Stop in this twilight and stand here my girl 
A drunk is calling God on the phone 

Don’t show me 

Such mean pity 

I’m sure our relationship has lost all its strength 
Just shrug it off 

So 

You can hack this water to pieces once again 


Translated by Dilip Chitre 
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Namdeo Dhasal 
TUHI YATTA KANCHI FEVER 


what fever fills the body of water 
what smell spreads through the dew 
sudden guest 

turn back 

a trained bear dancing — 

is death: 

a voice softly whispering for freedom — 
is death: 

a pain becoming swiftly infant 

is death: 

a suffering climbing a ladder — 

is death: 

great clusters of heaven 

collapse into nothing 

the ocean thirsts 

sudden guest, turn back 


Translated by Dilip Chitre 
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Nida Fazli 
BOMBAY 


What kind of place is this, 

This settlement where I find myself? 

A thousand echoing voices fill the air, 
Countless breathes seethe in the breeze. 


As far as the eye can see 

There are shoulders, hips, shins, legs, 
But not a single face. 

In the morning, each one, young and old 
Removes his shining eyes, 

His cheeks and his smiling lips 

From the hollow of his head 

And puts them in his pocket. 


It is a strange city, 

There is no day, no night, no dusk: 
The sun rises from the bus seats; 
The moon rests in a dark hovel. 


There is nothing here 

But trains and buses, 

Insensible seas crawling over the earth, 
Buildings swallowing buildings. 


How can you awaken this grave island? 
You will be broken struggling against yourself. 
There is not a single face 
To be seen. 
Translated from Urdu 
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Nida Fazli 
THE PEACOCK DANCE 


In just a few moments, 

Seven-coloured silk 

Flowed around him; 

As if many windows had slowly opened, 
Doves flew, flapping their wings; 
Clouds gathered, 

Streaks of lightning began to dazzle; 

The barren earth shone green. 


Then, 
As he danced, 
The first tear dropped 
From the peacock’s eye: 
The beautiful feather rainbow 
Crumbled and scattered, piece by piece; 
Wilderness rained from the air. 
All in just a few moments. 
Translated from Urdu 
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Nida Fazli 
DISTANCE 


This distance which stretches 
Between you and me 

Is eternal tale, 

With no beginning 

And no end 

The agony of journey’s 

Ring of every breath 

You exist nowhere 

Nor do I 

The quest is tinted whim 
The caravans of movements 
Fill the space 

This distance which stretches 
Between you and me 


Is the quest 
Is the prayer 
Is the Lord. 
Translated from Urdu 
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Arun Kolatkar 
A LOW TEMPLE 


A low temple keeps its gods in the dark. 

You lend a matchbox to the priest. 

One by one the gods come to light. 

Amused bronze. Smiling stone. Unsurprised. 

For a moment the length of a matchstick 

gesture after gesture revives and dies. 

Stance after lost stance is found 

and lost again. 

Who was that, you ask. 

The eight arm goddess, the priest replies. 

A sceptic match coughs. 

You can count. 

But she has eighteen, you protest. 

All the same she is still an eight arm goddess to the priest. 
You come out in the sun and light a charminar. 
Children play on the back of the twenty foot tortoise. 
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Arun Kolatkar 
MANOHAR 


The door was open. 
Manohar thought 
it was one more temple. 


He looked inside. 
Wondering 


which god he was going to find. 


He quickly turned away 
when a wide eyed calf 
looked back at him. 


It isn’t another temple, 


he said, 
it’s just a cowshed. 
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Arun Kolatkar 
CHAITANYA 


come off it 
said chaitanya to a stone 
in stone language 


wipe the red paint off your face 
i don’t think the colour suits you 
i mean what’s wrong 

with being just a plain stone 

i'll still bring you flowers 

you like the flowers of zendu 
don’t you 

i like them too 
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Kanwar Narain 
THROUGH WORDS 


Sometimes I scan the world 
through words. 


Hold up any word 

like a magnifying glass— 

When I scrutinize men, things, stars, 
I see meanings 

far larger than that word. 


If 1 try to assemble, to synthesize, these meanings 

into a language 

without ambiguous boundaries, 

then what was simple and clear 

(dissolving into the anti-language of the perverse and the 
distorted) 

changes course so swiftly 

that one perceives only a mesh of disruptive interests, 
where there should be meaningful conjunctions. 


Translated from Hindi by Daniel Weissbort with the Author 
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Kanwar Narain 
LAUGHTER 


Finally I’m losing touch 

with my laughter. 

Often it is missing in the right places, 

or it explodes in the wrong ones, 

As if right and wrong were all the same thing, 

as if my laughter were not mine, but had a will of its own, 
roughly sketched in, 

not signifying happiness, 

just a part played by a clown in a silly play. 


Sometimes semi-laughter, 

or pseudo-laughter, 

or mad laughter, 

contorts the intricate moulding 

that flakes from the face ... 

Only the eyes laugh, 

or the lips. 

The rest’s half-submerged in tranquil depths, 
glimmering like a rock 

that lifts up its face, 

shaped by millenia of pounding waves 
into a human semblance. 


Translated from Hindi by Daniel Weissbort with the Author 
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Kanwar Narain 
THE KEY TO SUCCESS 


They both carried loaded pistols, 
were afraid of one another, 

the hearts of both 

filled with an old enmity, 


At that time there was only these two. 
But when the shots were fired, 

a third was killed— 

he was standing at a tea-stall.. 


Then a fourth was caught, 

who was not even at the tea-stall, 

but at home, and on his testimony 

a fifth was grilled whom a sixth, 
identified by a seventh, had implicated, 
an eighth being tried 

and a ninth convicted— 

the tenth, who got off scot free, 

fell to his knees before the eleventh. 


The latter 
had found the key to a new success, 


which the nonchalantly twirled around his finger. 


Translated from Hindi by Daniel Weissbort with the Author 
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Yoseph Macwan 
A MAN OF NO CONSEQUENCE 


I am a man of no relevance. 

Every morning I figure on the printed page. 

I raise a din, rattling pebbles of words. 

I am chopped to pieces by the sharp blades of paradoxes. 
I savour the instant coffee of meanings. 

Amidst collocations I place my watch wound up. 

I have forgotten who I was. 

I am swollen like an ulcerous boil; 

I spray the Intimate of courtesy 

I claim to myself that I exude the fragrance of humour. 

I wonder what this business of writing poetry is all about. 
No matter what the questions, 

No matter what the answers, 

On the shores of mv heart 

The reeds of my pride 

Chop the helpless stretching shadows 

Then I feel 

Iam a man of no significance. 


Translated from Gujarati by Dr. E.V. Ramakrishnan 
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Yoseph Macwan 
ON THE OCEAN BANK 


The sky-embracing tosses this ocean 
Coming and jostling in the eye-balls! 
These dashing waves - 

Dashing waves after waves after waves 


My mind alike the moon 

Floats on these waves, 

In the mind 

Sinks all the ocean. 

The ocean I perceive, 

I perceive the beloved 

Sitting in front of me, 

The very sky of the beloved’s eyes 
All pervades within my being. 
Within me tosses the ocean 

Do I ever get turbid? 

O where am I drifted thus? 

The sky-embracing tosses this ocean 
Coming and jostling in the eye-balls! 


Translated from Gujarati by Indravadan Saini 
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Yoseph Macwan 
POETICS PROCESS 


A world is created 
When life touches me; 
When I touch life 

The age turns its side. 


Words are baffled 

When I touch them 

But when words touch me 
I reaily rejoice. 


When the moments of wonder bloom, 
Iam not confined to time; 

And then at once 

The cosmos touches me, 

And I become me. 


Translated from Gujarati by Ramesh A. Dave 


30 


KAVITA 93 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Pravasini Mahakud 
FATHER 


Why didn’t you kill me that very day, father 
With your double-barrelled shotgun? 

Why didn’t pull the trigger? 

That day, the first time that I disobeyed you, 
Talked back to you with bitter words? 

I never had the confidence 

To stand up to you. 

The more you showed your love for me, the more 
I hurt you. Why is that? 

You’ve never slighted 

My little whims, my wishes. 

Never have you forced on me 

The red whip of your will 

You always have been lenient 

So perhaps that’s why I’ve done 

Whatever I have wanted, for so long. 

In the green forests of your trust 

I’m an unwanted seedling. 

And still cannot understand the reason why 
Daughters such as I 

With fathers such as you before them 
Commit such wrongs. 


Translated from Oriya by J.P. Das and Arlene Zide 
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Pravasini Mahakud 
ON GOING AWAY 


I could go now as I am 

Those ties have all broken down 
Destitute at every moment 

as the grace of this wheat-hued body 

is erased in the heat or the sun 

Like priceless stones along the long road 
the alphabet of bright light is revealed, 
the moonlight fallen. 


The tube rose offers a drop of white 

bursting to bloom in the deserted hour of night 
There, that flower’s perfume 

scents both the house and its surroundings, 

the heart and the moment of going away. 

In the flower’s brilliance 

is lit up 

the familiar pavement and the far horizon. 


Yes, I could go now as I am 

I have asked all desire to return 

to the tender mind, to the artist’s heart - 

and asked the moment of the girl in love 

to go back to experience. Whatever 

I asked for, has never been mine; 

whatever I have, I had never wished for. 
Between getting and not getting 

the singular accounting of gain and loss is over, 
but, was that necessary at all? 

Haggling for happiness I came face to face 
with the sea of misery; I heard 

the dark sobbing of the casuarina grove 

as I accepted the intimacies of the little waves. 
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and cautioned this unhappiness saying, 
what need had I of it any more? 


I could go now as Iam 

prevailing upon my kite of relationship 

to keep its string stretched, uncut, 

disregarding its relationship with another, 

not to go adrift, heeding someone else’s love - 
And when the hour for the last song would come 
this hour to say the last word, 

then merely to wait for the final curtain to fall 
For I have asked those felicitations all 

that I’d be there at the blissful hour of love 
carrying with me the songs of friendship and goodwill 
Asked those blessings 

to pour upon man, both known and unknown 
their good eye, like a gushing spring, 

thinking of them as their very own. 


I have told the blue dove too 

to fly into distant skies 

with its message of love and goodwill. 

I could go now as Iam 

for I have asked faith 

not to debase the meaning of belief 

till the last instant of uncertain time 

I have asked smiles 

to break, wave after wave, on the lips’ shores, 
told tears to hang, pearl-like from the eyes, 
not ever to fall. 

And I have asked those dreams 

to infuse themselves with more colour and splendour 
and live in the mind’s trance. 


To this wheat-complexioned skin, 
to this body and mind 
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I have prevailed upon 
to emerge like a carbon copy of that very girl 
who relied on dream to be able to love her life. 


Those pure hopes, longings and desires 

of the heart, the unspoken words 

and unfinished poems of mine, 

should help fulfil this life. 

Today I could go as I am, 

ready as I am, 

having decked myself in the mirror. 

But wait. Give me your hand, 

for I said I have been ready for a long time. 


Translated from Oriya by Jayanta Mahapatra 
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Pravasint Mahakud 
THE VOICE OF LONELINESS 


Where is this loneliness I hear? 
Where does it live? 
Inside my agony? 


Beyond, in the possibility of love? 
Further on in a lake of tears? 
or in the fear of death? 


Everywhere in this abandoned castle, 
soft foot falls 
At the heart, vast gray marshes of 
some desolate forest 
Silence, like an empty sky 
only greater, stronger 


A bird circles far off in the 
ashen sunlight 
Blue ink imprinted on its wings. 


All night the moon calls to your roof 
Having drunk to the full the seven 
scales of music 


How else can so much loneliness 
fill my ears? 


Even in the scent of the mahua 
carried on the breeze 


A frail voice reaches me 


A soft dawn rage breaks my sleep 


What is this friendship with loneliness. 


How can it disturb me? 
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Though I refuse another’s power 
Yet loneliness binds me. 


I ask no questions, yet loneliness 
seeks answers 


Never have I called out 
yet loneliness lies beside me 
waiting. 


I do not speak, yet 

I want to know the beginning and 
the end. 

Why does fear rule me? 

Why does it rake my memory? 

How can it claim intimacy? 


Translated from Oriya by Jayanta Mahapatra 
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Anuradha Mahapatra 
COW AND GRANDMOTHER 


Like a heron she swam the paddy field. Now, 
wearing white rice sheaves, 
the girl about to fall thinks like a cow. 
A hornet comes flying 
and lands on the burnt pitcher. At noon on the dot 
a trance descends 
along the acacia forest path. Sometimes she hefts 
the bundle of unhusked rice sheaves 
onto her head, checks the water level 
in the rough pitcher, gives starch 
to the wretched dog and barren cow. Squatting, 
she buries her face in the hay. In the distance 
the chapped skin of city wives’ feet 
mingles with the chapped soil. Jackals how at the hour 
the cows come home, the girl reads the Gita. 
Even before the srikhol-drum and one-stringed lute 
can play, she swims the white field 
like a heron to the village of Rakminipur. A blanket of 
ripe blackberries is spread out in the empty courtyard, 
and in the turmeric forest 
the girl from an ancient time turns into 
the blind grandmother. She doesn’t know a thing 
about science, but still she sets the sweetpea flowers 
on the sunlit roof. 
It’s known that the cow is old, but as evening deepens 
cow and grandmother quiet each other 
in the grass, among the grasses’ song. 


Trar'slated from Bangali by Paramita Banerjee and Carolyne Wright 
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Anuradha Mahapatra 
HOUSEHOLD SNAKE 


Now she has crossed the crouching grass, 
the murdered solitude. 
Sometimes a shol-fish leaps inside the net 
ties to her back. Now she enters a darkness 
more subtle than that of the household 
serpent. The Rasamayi Girl’s School, 
the stand selling spells for snakes, 
the Moon-Star Sweet Shoppe 
are on her left. A few crows fly across her sight. 
Today is Asarh, the rainy month of 1984; 
for whose birthday do the brass lamps 
glow on their stands? 
Whose girl is that, dark and owlish, 
in the hide-out freed of assassins and addicts! 
Her clay pot, the empty pot from which 
the fish has just escaped, 
begins to sing the “Free Us From Our Troubles” song. 
Leaving behind the country folktales 
and the rather heat-struck sweets 
in the Moon-Star Sweet Shoppe, she dashes 
behind the tree 
to tug at the strings of the boy’s torn kite. 


Translated from Bengali by Jyotirmoy Datta and Carolyne Wright 
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Anuradha Mahapatra 
BESTIAL 


This month of weddings dwells in wind and medications, 
a contagious sky. Behind the woman 
the outcaste, behind the outcaste 
the trader and the goat—the date palm tree 
bears witness to this collective copulation. 
The shaven-headed brethern on their reed mats 
and the India tanked up on date-palm wine: 
all these do not belong to the sea. Nowadays 
weddings and tree-plantings take place 
enveloped in medication. The snake goddess 
and the sky god 
preside over contagions of the blood, so I round up 
the lame goats unfit for sacrifice 
from all the fields of night; 
then sit on the reed mat ' 
folding my coppery backwoods knees, 
belonging to Kali of the contagious sky. 


Translated from Bengali by Jyotirmoy Datta and Carolyne Wright, 
with revisions suggested by Paramita Banerjee 
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Arvind Krishna Mehrotra 


SCENES FROM A REVOLVING CHAIR 


I 

Day upon day, the outlook unchanged 
The long walk through elephant grass 
In search of common speech. Sometimes 
The nights are spent 

In the middle of a borderless page, 

And sometimes, unbroken clouds 

Of late August darkening the frontier, 

A wind rises in the octave branches. 


I 

The book lies open on two-voiced 
Summer: the hawk-cuckoo’s 

Grey and white lines through hazeless 
Air; overleaf, illuminated, 

The copper-pod’s‘long measures. 
Standing like a bronze statue 

In a public square, the city 

Reads from the seasons. 


I 

After a heatwave and a night of storms 
Have covered porcelain and rosewood 
With a sheet woven with the threats 
Of dust and rain, 

A blue morning revives outside, 
Offering to eyes what eyes cannot 
Accept, unless a hand retouch 

The unknowable picture. 


IV 
Without lifting their wings 
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The prey-birds climb 

And fill the sky’s dyed ground, 

Throwing quilled shadows 

Even as they move 

Away from the eddying 

River of consonants, the vowels that drown 
Before leaden boats can reach them. 


Vv 

The moist-browed houses bury their dead 
In unmarked vallyes: the fanlight-eye 

On which light does not fall, 

The coping on which hard rain, 

The bureau that will not be injured 

By letters again. Steadily, for ever 
Steadily, a sixty-year-old man 

Blazes against a trembling wall. 
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Devi Prasad Mishra 
REMAINS OF ME 
Here I was born 


On this stone 

On a face like 

My own face 

I put my face and 
Wept for days 


Here I sat holding my head 

And there flowed my blood 
Somewhere here 

On this part of the earth 

I was threatened to vacate the earth 
And here perhaps 

In the neighbourhood of me 


Are traceable 


Remains of me 
Translated from Hindi 
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Devi Prasad Mishra 
THE FALL 


Leaves were falling: brown yellow grey khaki 
Purple red and leaves of such colours as would 
Incite the evocation: 

What is this colour that 

The colour of the colour can’t be described 


Leaves were falling or 
The air in bits and 


The sky in pieces 


Leaves were falling and their fall 
Was not reminding the fall of the man. 


Translated from Hindi 
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Devi Prasad Mishra 
THE FOREFATHERS 


The man who had been banished from almost all 

the celebrations of history and very liberal definitions of 
citizenship too had the forefathers who were 

visible in the waters of the well the trunks of the trees 

the handles of the umbrellas the drowned boats the ropeways 
the cracks of the walls the scorpions hidden in the shoes 

the piling up of pauperisation in the boxes and the legends of 
sorrow. They would wander in the dreams of generations 

and brood where can they go: They have to come back 

only because the fathers of the sad sons would have to get back 
to the defeated sons and the daughters waiting for 

anyone. On their faces surfaced the abundance of 

the waters of distress. They looked bewildered for some fear or 
shame or guilt or memories of cowardice. 


They wanted to enquire about us and explain 
the charges hurled at them. 
Translated from Hindi 
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Soubhagya Kumar Misra 
O CROW 


Now, now, 

who is this arriving today, 

o crow, 

why are you cawing so much 

from the clothesline hung in the courtyard? 
The one who came yesterday 

hasn’t opened his mouth yet; 

he walks through the rooms in my house 
pretending he is the host 

and I am his guest. 

This morning he forced me 

to sign my name on a blank sheet of paper. 
Since then he has been smiling 

a smile of the uncertain colour 

of foam in a river in spate. 


Don’t I need to understand 

the skill of the women in the house, 
that frolics amidst 

their wool-knitting fingers ? 

Don’t I need to invite to my house 
the joke-loving journalist friend ? 
Look, my family is big. 

and my responsibilities are numerous. 
Don’t I need to pay for 

the cremation of the wife 

of the vegetable vendor 

from another town? 


There must be a way 
of making the stranger speak 
I'11 follow his grammer. 
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Shall I tease him, 

throw stones, 

and get him threatened 

by hooligans from the street? 
I fear that 

all my efforts 

will be in vain. 

He will certainly take away 
the sheet of paper. 


But what if 

he goes away with his smile; 

what if, 

climbing down the steps 

and standing on the road, 

he speaks out something, 

I may have to alter my arrangements. 

I may have to make fishes swim in fire, 
and put burglars 

in a chase after policemen. 


But do I need, o crow, 
to listen to you 

as intently as before, 
and believe you ? 


Translated from Oriya 
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Soubhagya Kumar Misra 
THE BOATMAN 


Someone promised him a tip; 

another threatened to kill him 

and took out a knife 

from under his shirt. 

Still another wondered and asked him 
if he had no conscience. 

Children would be waiting at home; 
it was already late at night. 


The boatman refused to untie the boat 
An image of the dark sat 

in the dark around. 

The flickering lantern in the boat 
floated like a pet duckling in the water. 


Someone tried to loosen the knot 

of the rope around the post. 

Another picked up the oars, 

and still another dragged the poles 
from the boat to the bank. 

But none could dare get into the boat 
for fear of crocodiles, wind and rain. 


Another wave of abuse and threats 
splashed across the boatman'’s face, 
His eyes began to close. 

He was as silent, as still as before. 
The end of his shoulder-cloth 
fluttered a little in the breeze. 


Someone suddenly wondered 
if the old boatman was dead. 
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A leaf fell from a tree. 

They forgot their children and business. 
The knife returned to its place. 

The abuse, threats, and prayers 
withdrew like pet ducklings 

into the boats of their mouths. 


The groped in the dark and gathered 

dry twigs and leaves in a pile. 

They shouted to the gods of the ten directions 
to bear witness, and lifted 

the body of the old boatman 

on to the burning pyre. 

The fire rose like water. 

They squatted at a distance and wondered 
why they had done so— 

in anger, in frustration, 

out of a sense of duty ? 

Was their act one of goodness or of sin ? 
Who had killed the old man ? 


Holding the flickering lantern 
close to its chest, 
the boat floated 
all alone 
defying the wind and rain 
towards the other bank. 
Translated from Oriya 
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Soubhagya Kumar Misra 
SHAKUNTALA 


He didn’t recognise me, he couldn't; 
he asked my name and address helplessly. 


My pride had been hardening. 

When 1 insisted I wouldnt go back, 
perhaps he thought me mad and laughed 
aloud to the assembly of ministers. 

Then perhaps good sense dawned on him; 
he ordered them to see me off after lunch. 


The thought of distances I had I forgot. 

He looked at my hand like a doe. 

The assembly hall looked like Father’s hermitage. 
Climbing down the steps I felt 

those two doe-eyes were following me 

like my friends, Anasuya and Priyambada. 

I was an arrow in his quiver. 

The bow having been drawn he couldn't 

decide on the target—the deer or the peacock. 


So I stayed back there for long days. 

The zenana was filled with the jingle of my anklets. 
He would return from a hunt and wash 

his face in the stream. I flowed 

like a stream in the dark of his oblivion. 

I sang to his pleasure, and never dragged him 

to see how a drop of my tear 

dazzled secretly, lodged in the lap of sunlight. 


It was early in the morning one day. 
The bedroom was filled with the smell of burnt wick. 
I stole away from the embrace of his deep sleep 
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and reached the banks of the familiar river. 
I asked the fisherman to untie the boat 

and unfold the net, and I asked the fish 

to get ready, it was time to be caught. 

And I said to the star in hiding 

in the deep waters of my womb: 

Come, let’s play, call the lion and come. 
Father's chant of glory came from a distance 
like the echo of my hurt pride. 


Right from the beginning I knew 

he would come back and thus : 

his face turned red in the hot sun, 

sweat flowing down his brow and ears. 

he would stop awed 

at a truth known to us only partially; 

he would remove his crown 

and surrender himself with his bow and quiver. 


And I would say I needed 
only the ring and nothing else. 

Translated from Oriya 
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Vijay Nambisan 
MADRAS CENTRAL 


The black train pulls in at the platform 
Hissing into silence like hot steel in water. 
Tell the porters not to be so precipitate: 

It is good, after a desperate journey 

To rest a moment with you perils upon you. 


The long rails decline into a distance 

Where tomorrow will come before I know it. 

I cannot be in two places at once — 

That is axiomatic. Come, we will go and drink 
A filthy cup of tea in a filthy restaurant. 


It is difficult to relax. But my head spins 

Slower and slower as the journey recedes. 

I do not think I shall smoke a cigarette now. 

Time enough for that. Let me make sure first 

For the hundredth time, that everything’s complete. 


My wallet’s in my pocket; the white nylon bag 
With my papers safe in its lining — fine; 

The book and my notes are in the outside pocket; 
The brown case is here with all its straps secure. 
I have everything I began the journey with 


And also the moment of my setting out 

When I was confused, so confused. Terrifying 

To think we have such power to alter our states, 

Order comings and goings; know where we're not wanted 
And carry our unwantedness somewhere else. 
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Vijay Nambisan 
CATS HAVE NO LANGUAGE. 


Cats have no language to tell their world. 

The moon is a midsummer madness 

That satisfies foolish chroniclers; 

But their paws gloat on the captured mouse 
—The slither beneath the stair—the silent bat 
Who drifted on a moonbeami'into the house 
Gashed a slitted eye into a flicker 

And was gone. The moon is too much for the cat. 


The light is too much for cats: that is why 

At the human snarl behind the torch 

The keen eyes turn slate, and a careless slouch 
Replaces the studied artistry, frozen flash 

Before the kill. They do not like the light 

But have no language save the curving slash 

And the sideways sculpture at a whisker’s touch. 
Cats are dumb when they walk in the night. 


Cats are clever at night, but the sun 

Melts the moon’s glitter out of their eyes, 

Leaves them children’s toys and the green trees. 
Now how can fingers soothe the shoulder-knots, 
Trust the silken purr, the kind eyes? Cat, 

I know, I have seen her sleeping thoughts 

Tense and stalk savagely in the night’s peace. 
But cats need no language to do all that. 
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Vijay Nambisan 
DRUMS AT NIGHT 


Drums at night remind me of a funeral 

Where the rich flames lent their evanescence to 
The living flesh gathered around, concentrated 
Upon that gift to the darkness, consumed 
With such easy irony by the light. 


No one spoke of its, but making glorious 

Their shame, they denied the possessive black 
Behind; denied perhaps that the stars 

Burned with no other fire. When the wood crackled 
With sounds like words, it did not call their names. 


But when the flimsy cage around the brain 
Exploded, yielding at last intelligence 

To the enemy, eyes were raised appalled, 
Accusing; only the mechanical drums 
Confirmed them in their need for ritual. 
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Nilim Kumar 
POEM - 1 


Silence settles down in shadows 

My hands seek the dark mysterious moor 
The stone that had opened up in silence 
is also lapsing into shadows 


Whoever left me here 

their retreating foot-steps 
descend the path of shadows 
May be the dead would talk here 


I am not that dead. 
Translated from Assamese by Pradip Acharya 


54 KAVITA 93 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Nilim Kumar 
POEM - 2 
An evening is lying dead in the library 


The evening that yesterday 
had asked me for a drop of blood 
from the slag hills of dead stars 


I did not know then 
the mystery of my blood, 
that hill and the evening 


To-day, among these books 
the evening lies dead 


Under that evening 

all these days 

that hill, 

and, in my consciousness, 
death, 

had come alive for a moment. 


Translated from Assamese by Pradip Acharya 
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Nilim Kumar 
A GLOW-WORM 


A tiny flying lantern 

by that pond of night 

through the‘banana groves in the yard 

and, enthralled, I snatched at you 

and made by palms silvery with your death. 


From that night when the tales settled in my navel 
till this night, you’ve been flying with my senses 
glowing and blowing out 

been flying in the neutrality of my window 

I don’t grab you to-day 

enthralled as I am. 


For those my tiny hands 

beautiful with your silvery death 
are shrivelled now, crooked 

in this sleepless night. 

in whose settled darkness 

you glow and blow out 

O glow-worm, tiny flying lantern. 


Translated from Assamese by Pradip Acharya 
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Surjit Patar 
AS I WAS ABOUT TO TOUCH YOU... 


As I was about to touch you 
there went up a hue and cry 
Darkness writhed 

Jarring bells started calling 
A hundred conches wailed. 


Burning flames leapt out of the hearths 
and entered the hearts of mothers and sisters 
wives and daughters 


A woman with hair running wild 
shrieked and ran on a desolate path 


With her wrath 
shuddered the sacred stones of gods and 
quivered the crowns of kings. 


Satguru frowned 
and my pupils 
laughed at me 


Scared, I snatched back my hand 

from your tuned strings and cords, 

Tore my lips apart 

from the lips of the flute, 

the flute, that charmed charming Radha. 


For scared I was 

of the silent lament 

of a woman 

methin.ss was Rukmani. 
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A speckless paper 

fluttering came before my eyes: 

write you first something on me. 

a new line between good and evil 

a new accord between blood and bonds 


- An Upanishad of your own. 


Thus liberate her 
And be liberated 


That you should turn 

a brook of water 

while she should suffer 
the flames within her 
is not fair 

Is it write it. 


A speckless paper 

fluttering came before my eyes 

And I shuddered to write a word. 
Scared 

I snatched back my hand 

from your tuned strings and cords. 
Tore my lips apart 

from the lips of the flute, 

the flute that charmed charming Radha. 


Scared I was of the silent lament 


of a woman 
methinks was Rukmani. 

Translated from Punjabi By Dr. Ravi Dhar 
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Surjit Patar 
IT WAS NOT SPRING 


It was not spring and 
The Shastra - sanctioned age for the right to love had passed by 


I had not anticipated that suddenly 

I would have to be happy and the piecemeal truth 
Of the Truth that the man’s hand is more attractive 
When extended would dawn 


Those were the days of calamities when 

A hero was making room for sub-heroes 

The market wheresoever it was in the universe was becoming one 
an 

The history of Palestinians’ search for home land and 

The antiquity of us not raching home 

Had grown for older than our very mature and hard - earned 
shame 


In those days 

We discovered the places where 

The bearer served the tea with a smile and 

Sitting with elbows on the rectangular table did not imp! 
Any diplomatic posture 


We were amazed to know that 
Even Americans weep when in love 


We did concede that a tradition of love 
Did precede us but we were unable to give 
The evidence of 


The Fathers loving the Mothers 
Translated from Punjabi 
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Savithri Rajeevan 
A PAIR OF GLASSES 


It’s with glasses 
in front of my eyes and on my nose 
that I see the world. 


I need glasses 

to see my neighbour and the washerman 

and the postman 

to see that Radha and Krishna walking along the road 
or to see Radha as Radha 

and Krishna as Krishna. 


Glasses are the door 

through which I talk to a stranger, a guest 
and a friend. 

Through the glass I speak 

to children, flowers, 

and to God. 


Glasses for my daydreams, 
and for my cradle-songs. 


For my unspoken word 
and unsung song 
Glassess. 

Glasses for me. 


In my childhood 

I had no glassess. 

All great men wear glasses. 

All wearers of glasses are great. 
My childhood — without glasses. 
The textbook Gandhi-ji 
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the cane-wielding math teacher, 

and the postman, Appunni. 

Or, for that matter 

behind every pair of glasses that are taken off— 
A great man. 

In my childhood 

I had no glasses. 


Like a halo 

for gods and prophets 

Like the scholar’s baldness 

or the potbelly of the prosperous, 
Today, 

I also have a pair of glasses. 


(Translated from Malayalam by Ayyappa Paniker and Arlene Zide) 
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Savithri Rajeevan 
FABLE 


What fable to be told the 

Dear little, now? 

The princess writhing on the tusk 

Of the demon and her wailing 

The princes are still on horseback 

Savithri has already left off with Sathyavan 
Figuring out the scribbling on the head. 


And now 

Which other fable to be told? 

The lamb that splashed the water muddy 
And quaffed it is no more, 

And so is the wolf. 

The hunter, the snake and the ow! 

Had together got killed. 

I am at a loss, 

Which fable should my child 

Now listen to? 


Lakshmi and her son mounted on horseback 
And Sivaji with his drawn sabre 

Are still mock fighting in the text-book. 

And now 

Which story to be told? 


The dear little doesn’t know 

About a cap that grandpa never had, 
Grandpa, stripped of his robes of honour. 
And now 

In Dandi, Tata matures salt. 

What would happen further in the fable? 
Dear little one and dad 
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On their way to the maternal home 

Reaching the jungle, night set in 

A tree to sleep under. 

And now the leopard. 

What would happen to the dear little one and dad? 
What would happen further in the fable? 


Translated from Malayalam by R. Nanda Kumar 
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Savithri Rajeevan 
THE SLANT 


This slanting light at four o’clock. 
On the tiled roof, 

with the eye of a palmist, 

the cawing crow, head aslant. 


Alongside the crow 
its shadow also sits— 
sits at a slant. 


In the courtyard 
like a trembling hand 


the slanting shadow of the coconut frond. 


In my room 
the thin shadows of the window bars, 
they too lie aslant. 


Outside the gate 

a stranger walking along, 

the sound of his footsteps— 
why is it slanted? 

the forecast of the crows 

the soughing of the seabreeze 
the footsteps of the passerby— 
why are they slanted? 

I’ve become suspicious. 


Finally, 

on my table 

on its own axis 

I saw the earth slant 
but I sit straight 

in front of it. 
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On this slanting earth 
where everything is slanted 
Why is it 

I alone am straight? 


Translated from Malayalam by Ayyappa Paniker and Arlene Zide 


KAVITA 93 65 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Kadammanitta Ramakrishnan 
DRINK NOT YOUR MOTHER'S MILK, O CHILD! 


Drink not your mother’s milk O child! 
Lie not in mother earth’s lap, 

of frolic on her bossom. 

Yearn not the hill’s breast-milk; 

look not in the flower’s eye 
everywhere lurks Poothana’s wile. 


Laugh not, O child, 

or rollick about; 

wheels are rolling into you. 
Sakadasura is not dead, but 

has turned himself into 

a thousand smoke-spitting vehicles. 


Bathe not, O child, 

or air yourself. 

Kalindi is tainted by Kalakoodam: 

Kalian’s pride is not abated; 

wonder where has Krishna fled! 

The cows and the Gopala boys 

lie on the banks like begrimed palmfronds. 
Mothers, with tear-streaming eyes, 

rave about looking for Krishna. 


Listen to the grunt of the axe 

at the base of the soul-bereft wail 

of the sky where the billowing smoke 
wriggles like a black snake. 


Love that courses through germ-carrying veins 
and oozes as milk down the udder. 
The unabashed, coquettish smile 
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of the unchaste electric charge 
should never allure you; 

the magician lurks behind you 
with his wand. 


Those who shattered the grace of your life 
that nurtured at the benign hillslopes; 
those who shook up our human race 
blasting the atom bomb of knowledge. 


Those who burned down ripe paddy-ears 
and sowed famine all around; 

those bent us as bloodsacrifice 

for strengthening the bridges across rivers; 
they are beckoning us, and are 

bent on weakening the earth— 

they are befriending us 

to ensure our enslavement. 


Is the earth a throwball or doll? 

There is a limit to her patience. 

Know that we are the ones who thrive 
in the shelter of her benign lap; 

know that she will fondle us 

feeling our warm breath on her. 


We are the shoots buried in the slust 
of the new mud-dykes. 

We are the crushed-finger key 

of each of the turning gears. 

We are the ones who are trampled 


under the hoof-falls of the spurred up steeds. 


We are the ones who are caught up 

in the death-throes of the struggling Time. 
Know that we are the ones who thrive 

in the shelter of her benign lap. 
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She is always our protecting mother - 
in the mountaintops where typhoons sleep 
and in the abysm of sorrows. 


Chop down the vice-gripping hands 
that choke her - it is our duty. 


Even tears turn polluted; 
the eyes of flowers are burnt up. 


Fall as the fresh male seed, O child, 
into the earth’s warm womb, ' 

and gain fullness, 

through the subsoil 

and water sources, 

as a tree, 

as a human, 

as a flowing river, 

as a blooming flower, 


as fullness of beauty, 
as the rays of the sun, 
as the glimmer of goodness. 
Translated from Malayalam by A.J. Thomas 
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Kadammanitta Ramakrishnan 
BOILED EGGS 


When I sat down te lunch this time 
and found so many boiled eggs, 
I asked her, “why so many?” 


She said, “ for us to swallow, 
just for the two of us alone.” 


“Do we need this many?”, I asked. 


“We are to swallow them all”, she said: 
“Don’t you remember, when you came last 
I said we should hatch some eggs? 


To hatch them, I collected them 
and prepared a basket full of chaff 
and arranged the eggs in it. 


But then the eggs, staring blankly at my face, 
cried in unison (their voice had the dampness of tear 
and the swelter of fright): 


“Don’t hatch us in your warmth 
don’t turn us into beings— 


we are content in ourselves as we are. 


It is a very cruel act 
to introduce us to this wornout world. 


There is man in it: 
don’t make us swallow his breath. 


Our bones won’t mature in his sunglight. 
The air in his skies will puncture our lungs. 
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If by any chance we survive all adversities and hatch 
and come out on feeble legs and immature wings 
and start waddling about: 

enmity will be put between man and his fellow beings 
on account of us 

and they will fight. 


We are not only averse to such an eventuality, 
but, are filled with consternation. 


We have no doubt about 

the inevitability of life's manifestations 
steeped in woes, 

and the cycle of birth, growth and decay. 


Over and above the prospect of our ‘being’, 
we pray with a burning heart — 

eager to bring about world peace — 

don’t hatch us. 

No woman, you shouldn’t. 

You can use us this way 

and we have no objection to it. 

Boil us, peel us, and swallow us 

with your mate. 


We will have the satisfaction of being ourselves, 
and you will have the gain in having been able to use us.” 


Softened at their repeated beseechings 

and on the prospect that they could be used 
without much compunction, 

I accepted their prayer. 


While she was talking, she had swallowed, one by one, 
the dumb eggs in the dish. 
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The eggs were finished when the narration was done. 
I felt reverence for the prescient eggs. 


She said concludingly: 
“No, we shouldn’‘t hatch anymore eggs, 


and I will lay no more eggs.” 


Translated from Malayalam by A.J. Thomas 
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G.R. Santosh 
POEM-I 


When the first word was written 

‘Vani’ went latent, the story began 

And thus did the tale come about. 

A tale is said and heard 

It is hearsay, after all 

Not Being. 

Words and Being do relate 

I bound to you, you to me 

The word was cleared 

Into ‘1’ and ‘thee’ 

The tale came about 

You narrated it, I narrated it 

You wrote it, and did I 

The word is not mere hearing 

More than explaining it is 
Understanding. 

‘So Aham’: I, indeed, am He 

The word I was not understood, only heard 
It was hear-say; after all 

Mansoor uttered it, hung from the gibbet 
Had the word stuck in the throat 

It would be called ‘Neelkanth’ 

Meera drank the cuv of poison 

Lost in ‘La’, Sarmad had himself beheaded 
That ‘thee’ and ‘I’ become, are 

Mirrors in conversation 

Who is whose mirror, who the countenance 
The word is dumb and blind 

The eye reads and the tongue speaks 
You said ‘that’ and the question arose 
Which ‘that’? 

The very ‘That’ which is everything, and 
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In everything 

All were thoughtful 

‘I verily, am that, 

Said I and was stoned 

No one reflected on my narrative 

If ‘that’ would not be 

I would not be, nor you. 

It is thus: I have speech, and 

You are, impatiently, all ears. 

That eye - incarnate which is awake 

Nursing the dream of vision. 

I think: how should I say it 

I, thee, that 

Is the ‘vani’ that went latent 

And in my ‘vani’, alive 

Is ‘so Aham’, the First Word 

The last word 

‘Ya Adam’ ‘Safwat'’ illah, safwat’ illah, sofwat ‘illah’ 
For, verily, is Man created in the image of God! 


Translated from Kashmiri by Shanti Veer Kaul 
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G.R. Santosh 
POEM-2 


It is said 

When there was nothing 

That, indeed, was everything. 

Around there was that eye as well 
Where dreams of beginning 

And the end, lay asleep 

Lost within manifold dreams. 

That world of half sleep 

Terrain of doubt between yes and no. 
Vision that, tired, returns 

The eye, as wide awake yet somnolent looking 
Does not cry, nor smile 

There was no rival in love 

No love rite either 

Neither heart nor beloved. 

The illusion of Brahma broke 

And the eye blinked 

That which was not 

Started happening all at once 

The footfalls of silence became ‘alaap’ 
From the rhythm of breath 

Issued the incantation of ‘Shakti’ 

The even ‘anuswar’ of ambrosial ‘ni’ 
Kameshwari, Kalavati ‘ragini’ awoke 
The golden warp and weft of ‘vani’ was illuminated 
The chain of time tightened moment by moment 
That, which was nothing, became visible 
The eye sees the light of day 

Night is a dark fire, burning 

The fire went out and a voice hailed— 
Silence is that feeling of the unheard 
Unseen truth: 
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Call it dream 

And you are the emperor of dreams 
Call it mirror 

You the fair visage 

Call it musical scale 

You are the voice 

Call it time 

You are the moment 

Call it the beginning 

Then you are the end 


You, the ‘you’ connected with the ‘T’. 


I go: 

You will also return there someday 
Where there is nothing 

The nothing that is 

Everything. 


Translated from Kashmiri by Shanti Veer Kaul 
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M.V. Sathyan 
CITY IN THE EIGHTIES 


At first 
I stood spellbound 
seeing your beauty 
and the lovelilness 
of the golden legs 
of young girls. 
The falsity in the glittering smile 
of blue neon eyes 
and sodium lights. 
Majestic structures 
with muscles of steel and stones 
defying storms. 
Looking at these 
a sort of confusion. 
As days passed by 
fever seized me. 
Life bereft of river water 
and green fields 
becomes weary. 
Breasts without sweat or smell. 
No mother’s breasts here. 
Scarcity for 
soft spoken words too. 
No one has natural lips. 
The food of knowledge 
Books are rare. 
Nights drag on without sleep. 
The twinkling lights too 
shatter the peace. 
Annoying horns of cars. 
We, slaves of Mammon 
dont feel tired. 
Translated from Tamil by M.S. Ramaswami 
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M.V. Sathyan 
SEARCH FOR THE FACE 


In Yesterday’s dream 

I kissed a deadman. 

He resembled me. 

[, seeing real look of me there 
struggled to rip off 

the mask I wear 

I, who crush the cigarette butts 

under my feet 

felt like a grasshopper 

that fails to shriek 

even when its legs are cut off. 

L, who imprint initials promptly 

On the fly-leaf of a newly bought book 
Vanish in the hasty alarms of 

rushing fire engine. 

L, who tear petals to shreds 

attempt to identify my face among a crowd. 


Translated from Tamil by M.S. Ramaswami 
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M.V. Sathyan 
MOONLIGHT STROLL 


Leaving behind 

the slumbering roads 

he walks along 

the abandoned 

moon drenched mud path. 
The sheen of the 

coconut fronds 


gives newer dimensions to the trees. 


Passing the etchings 

of tree shadows 

he reaches 

the expanse of echoing space. 
The wind lashing 

at his face 

transcends human voices 
slashes bonds of time. 

Can you hear this silence? 
Sickened of the city’s bustle 
in the burden of aloneness 
he feels the touch of real night. 
Before death’s wings could 
enfold him 

he realises the scattered stars 


and chirpings of the nocturnal beetles. 


Translated from Tamil by M.S. Ramaswami 
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Shahryar 
THE GATEWAY TO DREAMS IS CLOSED 


The night presented me 
With a new problem 
Today. 


It drained the sleep 

From the bowls of my eyes 
And filled them with tears. 
Then whispered in my ears: 
I absolve you 

Of all your sins. 

You’ve been freed 

Forever. 


Go where you will. 
Sleep or lie awake. 


the gateway to dreams is closed. 


Translated from Urdu 
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Shahryar 
THE DECLINE OF NIGHTLY VIGILS 


The sound of the footsteps of the dark night 
Just passed from here. 

It could not bend over windows. 

It could not stop on any pathway. 

Heaven knows who was it searching for. 


My eyes remained soaked with dew. 

I had the bad habit of weaving dreams. 

Sometimes, I was standing on a desolate pathway. 
Sometimes, I was lying far away on the railway tracks. 


The sound of the footsteps of someone’s body 
Just passed from here. 
Heaven knows who was it searching for. 


It blossomed in the sands of the desert of my heart. 
I met it in a lane. 

It wanted union with me. 

My dreams became unhappy with me. 

The sleep came and I slept. 

This was the decline of nightly vigils 


Translated from Urdu 
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Shahryar 
THE REMAINING HALF TALE 


Come, let’s sit under the old banyan 

And light our pipes and campfires. 

We shall recite the remaining half of the tale: 
Alone, he passed through jungles and rivers; 
Fighting with rains and hurricanes, 

He reached the place where there was a fort 
With no doors or windows, 

Surrounded by a moat 

Ten yards wide and a hundred yards deep. 

On every step stood 

Statues, ugly and terrible 

Whose eyes could see everything, like the eyes of men. 
Then a cry shattered the boundless silence, 
“There's the seventh idol, the seventh idol.” 
When he ran in that direction, 

He heard another cry, 

“There's the eleventh idol, the eleventh idol.” 
When he turned a little, 

He heard another cry, 

“There's the twentieth idol, the twentieth idol.” 
When he recovered a little, 

He heard another cry, 

“There's the thirtieth idol, the thirtieth idol.” 
Weary, he stopped and went to sleep. 

Under the shade of a banyan, old and dense, just like this. 
There was his one forehead and so many idols. 


Translated by Urdu 
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Gulam Mohammed Sheikh 
MAHABALIPURAM 


Man’s dream here has a very sharp edge: 

the hungry teeth of the dead 

mark the flanks of domesticated beasts. 

Staggering badly, a thirteen-hundred-year-old wind 
Passes between a sow’s sagging dugs, 

and the rough fingers of yesterday’s sculptors, 
straining to sink inside, are tugged 

into the spotted feathers of hens, purposelessly alive. 
Chameleons slumber at ease in the belly of rubbish 
and 

Slime-covered frogs poke obscene fun at God 
whor'sits exhausted on the steps; 

crabs 

peeping through a Cypress’s dry skin 

giggle like fish, 

and there, 

fallen like a raw black rock 

on a clump of tender wildflowers, 

idle Star 

yawns and writhes awake. 


Translated from Gujarati by the Author and Adil Jussawalla 
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Gulam Mohammed Sheikh 
FATHER IN DREAM 


Father I saw you again, yesterday 

thousands of miles away from home, here on the shore 
Of the Baltic where I lie asleep. 

You stood by my bed in this strange land 

in the same patched, wrinkled coat 

you wore when you reconciled quarrelling brothers. 
On grandfather’s death you must have stood exactly like this 
holding the lonely old man’s shrivelled hand. 

When did you migrate from Kathiawar 

to join the refugees of Crimea? 

Leaving behind the Bhogavo river, crossing Bhadar, 
Climbing bastions of Roman forts 

with a postman’s bag on your shoulder, 

You descended down here. 

And look, the cemetery has followed in your wake. 
(why do I see your grave in every burial ground?) 
Brothers come shadowing your trail. 

(Is the dispute not settled yet?) 

And there, on the edge of the horizon, 

supported by a cane, Mother struggles through the glaze 
of her cataract to locate my bed. 

Mother, I too have lost my sight. 


The childhood I thought I held 
in the palm of my hand, has just fallen 
Somewhere under this bed. 


Translated from Gujarti by Saleem Peeradina and the Author 


KAVITA 93 83 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Gulam Mohammed Sheikh 
DELHI 


Over the fort like a broken loaf 
sunshine sharp like radishes. 

Grass and stones nestling in the ruins 
of Tughlaqabad. 


Shadows within arches arches: shadowed: Khirki Masjid. 


Steps in rows fleeting through the eyes like a needle 
at Jama Masjid. 

The Qutb erect, stretching from root to throat. 
Smells all around, 

of food, flesh, blood, prisons and palaces, 
yesterday’s, centuries. 

Breath caught and fixed to this moment, 

the eye alive wheeling through the past 

enters the cracks in Ghalib’s tomb, 

seeking Khankhanan'’s fossilsed bones, 
wanders from tomb to tomb 

with the restless fate of Jahanara. 


Still, dust and mist 
still, nothing separates flesh and stone. 


A sunbeam 

slipping through the vagina of a dove 

asleep upon the western arches of the Red Fort 
pierces my eye. 

Still, dawn. 

Dreams mate with reality 

What will be the face of morning? 


Translated from Gujarati by Mala Marwah and the Author 
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H.S. Shivaprakash 
WE 
Sleep changing sides: 


In between 
the wakefulness: we 


the advancing 
and receding 
the waves— 
in between 
the sigh: we 


between the moon 
put out 

and the sun 

lit up 


between the moon 
put out 

and the sun 

lit up 


between heart-beats 
the silence 

breaking 

into an- 

other world: 

we. 


Translated from Kannada 
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H.S. Shivaprakash 

TWO FLOWERS 
Voices singing in dreams: 
in the garden 

he is condemned to enter 
there stands 

a single tree 

with two flowers 


just two flowers: 


the earth takes the unfading flower 
while he the fading one. 


Translated from Kannada 
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H.S. Shivaprakash 
RIKYU 


Every moment here is an eternity 
The breeze from the cherry orchard 
Is bringing again 

The fragrance of departing springs 
The songs of birds. 


Inside the tea-room 

The blossomed sunflower 
The size of a palm 

Held in a vase 

(Where, where are its 
Hundreds of brothers?) 


Where they come from 
Where they go; 

No one knows, 

Not the tea-room 

Not the teapot. 


Water boiled and sizzled in the teapot, 
Good bye, Springs; 

Good bye, Springs; 

The bird singing in the mist, - 

That reminded them all again; 
Rikyu must die today, 

Must die at his own hands 

At the emperor's behest. 

They poured tea into trembling cups 
As if they poured out their lives 

A Kalpa in every draught of tea 
And after that 

An empty cup in each hand 

Except in Rikyu’s. 
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He smashed his cup 

On the ground: 

‘Let no one drink 

Out of this cursed cup’ 

And, then, like a stroke of lightening 
The sword, the sword reflected in eyes, 
Eyes reflected in eyes, 

The blood gushing forth 

A million Buddhas 

A million Kalpas. 


Still they glitter 
The sword like lightening 
Blood like cherries. 


Translated from Kannada by the Poet 


Rokyu was a well-known Zen tea master and the Guru of the Japanese Emperor 
Hidayoshi. At one stage Hidayoshi suspected his Master of having plotted against 
his life. He sentenced Rikyu to death but, because he still respected his Master, 
ordered that he should commit Harakiri. Rikyu accepted it stoically and, before 
committing Harakiri, he performed a tea ceremony in the presence of his friends. 
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Vinod Kumar Shukla 
THE DEER IS SWIFT 


The deer is swift 

Also it bounds, 

as if behind the jungle bars. 
Birds don’t fly as far 

as they might 

The Himalayas are not so tall 
as they might be. 


The ocean is smaller, not so deep. 
The long river is not so long. 
There might be more stars, 
but there aren't. 
It’s the air that’s everywhere, 
but everywhere it is caged. 
The very air which has no joints, no knots tied in it. 
There is no one breathing outside the jail. 
Inside the jail is Nelson Mandela. 
Translated from Hindi 
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Vinod Kumar Shukla 
IT AFFIRMS THAT THERE IS A CHILD 


It affirms that there is a child 

It affirms that a smattering of flowers is blooming 
It affirms that there is happiness 

And that the water in the jug is drinkable 

And that breath can be drawn from the air 

It affirms that the world is 

That in the world that remains I remain 

Survivor of the war that is to come 


I want to die the person I am 
So that in the last moment before death 
I shall wish to live forever 
For there is a smattering of flowers 
And the world is 
Translated from Hindi 
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THOSE THAT WILL NEVER COME TO MY HOME 


Those that will never come to my home 

I shall go to meet 

A river in flood will never come to my home. 

To meet a river, like people, 

I shall go to the river, swim a little and drown. 

Dunes, rocks, a mountain, a pond, endless trees, fields 
will never come to my home 

I shall search high and low 

for dunes, mountains, rocks-like people. 


People who work all the time 

I shall meet, not during my leisure hours, 
but as if it was an important job. 

This first wish of mine I'll hold on to, 
Like the very last one. 


Translated from Hindi 
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Siddalingaiah 
MY PEOPLE 


Who die of starvation, who are kicked till they faint, 

Who cringe before others, reaching out to hands and feet 
Who keep their hands folded, devotees of those above them, 
These, these are my people, 


Who plough, sow and harvest, sweating in the sun 

Who seek rest sighing heavily with fatigue 

Who go about empty-handed, getting little to eat or wear 
These, these are my people. 


Who carry dressed stone, raise roofs, build bungalows, 

And get crushed for their pains under the debris 

Who, fallen by the wayside, voiceless, weep within themselves 
These, these are my people. 


Who, treated to fiery speeches, 

are scorched and burnt to ashes 

who for those who feast in sweets with God’s name on their lips, 
Stich sandals and shoes, these victims of usurers, 

These, these are my people, 

Who excavate gold but go without food, 

Who weave fine fabrics, but themselves go bare 

Who do what they are told, who subsist on mere air, 

These, these are my people. 


Translated from Kannada by K. Narasimha Murthy 
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Siddalingaiah 
I MUST HAVE A WORD WITH YOU 


I must have a word with you 

O, cactuses and thorny plants; 

I must put a question to the moon who borrows his light: 
I should free the beautiful rose from thorns. 


Wells are waterless and ministers speechless 
Constables move about like thorny bushes, 
O world, I must have a word with you. 


From the white clouds which crowd like political speeches 
Streams are not swelled 
And green is not nourished. 


Who has stopped the timely rain? 
Who has slashed the stars with rainbow? 
Who is hiding the sun so that darkness may bloat and bulge? 


Mango and jackfruit have been robbed 
By those who are delivering souls 
which are neither male nor female. 

O world, I must get to know you 

And so I must have a word with you. 


Translated from Kannada by Sumatheendra Nadig 
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Siddalingaiah 
THOUSANDS OF RIVERS 


But yesterday, 

they came like a mountain, 
my people. 

They arrived in hordes 

my men, 

yesterday! 


Black faces bearded with silver 
burning eyes red with rage 

burst through the blankets of sleep 
breaking the barriers of day 
breaching the bounds of night, 


Earth heaved in the mountains of my men 
and quaked to their dance of rage 

and those who crawled in lines of ants 
rose in paws of jungle beasts 

and those who crept like reptiles 

rose in cobra hoods. 


They rose, my men, in mountains 
shouting the red song 

Down, down inequality 

Down Caste Hierarchy 

Down the bug that fattens on money. 


Ah, they flooded and flowed in rivers. 
my people, 

yesterday! 

The town and village they inundated 
they plunged to depths of unknown roots 
they floated to heights of unseen stars. 
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See how by the bushes and under the trees 

in the streets and in the alleys 

they gather in hordes, 

my people. 

flushing down the ranks of headman’s power 
and the files of money-lenders away. 


These shout a shriek of defince 

these are struck dumb. 

these thunder from angry throats 

these fall silent 

Ah, the winds of Revolution, 

my people, 

have seized the throats of those cut-throats. 


See how in the whirlwind 

twist the police batons 

and knives of secret agents 

see how like twigs and dry leaves 
spin the debris of Vedas 

of Puranas and Shastras. 


See how the dirt of ammunition. 

and hardware of gun-men 

whirl in the whirlwind 

of Revolution! 

Ah, my people 

how they flooded in thousands of rivers 
to swell the Revolutionary Sea. 


Translated from Kannada by P. Rama Moorthy 
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Manjit Tiwana 
SHOW-CASE 


A girl all crystal 

A boy all flesh 

In the show-case though, 

She was talking 

He was rooted on the road, brooding. 
The girl raised her eyes to the boy. 
And the crystal spoke : 

“Swallow me, my whole being gulp.” 
The boy, his hunger deep and long, 
Reflected 

On his poor digestion. 

‘The girl snapped : 

“Coward can’t ye free me from the show-case? 
Put me on the road, crush me.” 

The boy mused. 

His delicate feet might bleed: 

She growled 

“Must you think. . . . 

Go home and think. 

You on the road? what business 

In the show-case though, I will continue talking 


” 


Translated from Punjabi by B.M. Razdan 
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Manjit Tiwana 
WINDOW SHOPPING 


Girls strolling about in the evenings 
go to window-shop friendship 


One boy looks good 
like the print on a suit 
but liable to get tattered 


Another is of a nice complexion 
but will fade soon 


The texture of another’s temper pleases 
but suffocates like synthetic cloth 


Another still a rare piece 
while she ponders 
he’s already sold 


Another is going cheap 

on a clearance sale 

one like a smuggled fabric 
another like pure Indian cotton 


Girls strolling about in the evening 
after window-shopping friendship 


Return to the hostel 

in time for the roll call 

treasuring small coins of their heart's desires 
in their tiny purses 

knowing well that 

boys are boys 

just beautiful toys 
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They're nice to play with 

but collapse when it comes to commitment 
Boys are just boys 

like countless patterns 

visible through kaleidoscope 

made of mother’s broken bangles 


Boys are just boys 
like latest prints 
which get common very soon 


And friendship: 

the robe of a mendicant 

which can fit any lover 

which is the free size of diwangi 


It nay not cover the 
patches of the body 
but can clothe the soul 


Girls strolling about in the evening 
window-shopping friendship 
come in time for the roll call 
treasuring the small coins of their 
heart’s desires in their tiny purses 
Return every day to the hostel. 


Translated from Punjabi by Nirupama Dutt 
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Manjit Tiwana 
THESE DAYS 


these days you can 

in my eyes read 

only my unwritten poems 
these days you can 

in my hands see 

deep-dug nails of crucifixion 
these days you can 

in my utterances hear 

the voices of the dead 

these days you can 

in my silences see 

time’s dust perforating through a sieve 


these days you can 
in the dread of birds 
find my house 


these days you can 
in the eyes of hope see 


these days you can see 
lamps on my grave 
lit by others 
Translated from Punjabi 
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M.H. Zaffar 
CONSCIOUSNESS 


Undone as a human, tongueless am I 

But who can expunge what's written by Fate? 

The Sun I held in my hand and exalted 

A fountainhead of the world of light? 

Whence came the Cataclysm and doomed my world? 
Black are the nights with darkness forlorn. 

I thought you would come and light the lamp. 

But the voices - they haunt me in the coils of the night - 
Anybody out there? Is anyone there? 


My face is etched in the scenes of desolation 

A destiny of deserts has befallen my eyes. 

Did roses ever bloom upon this mound? 

Did the breeze ever play around this spot? 

Did the “bulbul” ever sing from this tree? 

I know you not, what guise you assume 

And is this the creation that you celebrate? 

But the voices - they haunt me in the coils of the night. 
Anybody out there? Is anyone there? 


Angels descended and the Book was revealed 

But I have aeons to reckon for. 

Oh the strange logic of Time and Space? 

Perusal delivers a flux of paradoxes - 

Angels Good and Bad accounts to render - 

The Day of Judgement - for deeds to atone. 

But who meditates on the apocalypse every day? 

But the voices - they haunt me in the coils of the night, 
Anybody out there? Is anyone there? 


Hung on an isle, alone am I 
Expanses of oceans pull me apart. 
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No mate beside me, deprived of speech. 

Responsive chords nor shared reveries. 

In the rage of the tussle, the gleam of a hope 

the oceans I bind for you to walk on 

When will you come, oh when, oh when? 

But the voices - they haunt me in the coils of the night, 
Anybody out there? Is anyone there? 


The Cities a wasteland, village a ruin 

Crumbled and mangled, the shell remains. 

Their breath suspended, the lark and the linnet, 

The owl it is who inherits the land, 

Afraid that a bird still might sing. 

They scorched the earth and tangled the sky 

In a web of deceptions - a glittering illusion. 

But the voices - they haunt me in the coils of the night, 
Anybody out there? Is anyone there? 


Eerie smoke over burning hills 

And fog thickens on the treacherous wastes 

The air suspended in its tracks 

The waters stunned - where fell the curse ? 

Darkness abounds and light snuffed out. 

If only you glanced this way, I’d ask : 

Do you know that the dawn is dead and done with ? 
But the voices - they haunt me in the coils of the night, 
Anybody out there ? Is anyone there ? 


Neither world’s black nothingness am I, 

Risen from the depths. If the star should ascend ? 

Of Zafar, I ask for the thinnest of rays 

What though it is borrowed, I would find the way 
And launch my quest in the innards of earth. 

If only I find them - the gifts I would send, 

spirits of radiance, hallowed and bright? 

But the voices - they haunt me in the coils of the night 
Anybody out there? Is anyone there? 
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At the witching hour, in the middle of the night, 

Even now I’m waiting, my bones sucked dry. 

The night congeals and the darkness roars. 

The fire smoulders - ashes in a heap. 

The galloping Time - if a chain I could forge 

Arrest it and plead, “How long is my vigil ? 

Is he coming at all - The Master of Time ?” 

But the voices - they haunt me in the coils of the night, 
Anybody out there ? Is anyone there ? 


Translated from Kashmiri by Prof. Neerja Mattoo 
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